This article examines the superhero film Black Panther as a cultural commodity produced and distributed within an industrial capitalist system. The film has not only generated millions of dollars for the Disney Company, but has also stoked collective imaginations and energised the agency of audiences with its portrayal of the Afrofuturistic utopia, the kingdom of Wakanda, untouched by the ravages of colonialism and ruled by benevolent leaders endowed with superpowers. The film, is currently ranked first in terms of its lifetime gross revenues in the categories of comic book adaptation and superhero film and is the most successful of the Marvel Cinematic Universe characters' films so far. Black Panther's many firsts in the superhero genre reflect its non-financial feats: first to feature an almost entirely Black cast; first top-grossing film with an almost entirely Black cast; and biggest debut for an African American director (Disney 2018a). I demonstrate that while Black Panther showcases the work of African American filmmakers, storytellers and artists, and recognises Afrofuturism narratives, the film is also a commodity that sustains the system that produced it. Recognising and establishing the connections between commodity, cultural production and economics also offers a chance to identify opportunities for counter-hegemonies and challenges to the systemic erasure of Afro-histories.
Introduction character, and I use this history as a vehicle to trace and establish the antecedents of Afrofuturism. To establish the economic hegemony of the producer, I describe how
The Walt Disney Company, ultimate owner of Marvel Comics and Marvel Studios, and current owner of the copyright to the Black Panther character, markets the film as one of its many products. Then, using the key tenets of critical political economy, I examine the many ways in which the film Black Panther exemplifies the characteristics of a commodity, or a property, for the purpose of generating revenues for its owner.
I conclude by offering reflections on how the economic success and popularity of Black Panther offers an opportunity to strengthen the resistance narratives and ideology of Afrofuturism.
Afrofuturism
The alternative science fiction view of Africa presented in Black Panther represents what author and culture critic Mark Dery described as Afrofuturism in his 1994 essay Black to the Future, a chapter in Flame wars: the discourse of cyberculture, an edited collection of essays that interrogate the discourse of cyberculture and address numerous aspects of the deliberate erasure and relegation of African Americans to the subaltern position in science fiction literature. Dery (1994) While the narratives of science fiction, and the narratives and history of African Americans, are largely determined by white males, Dery (1994:182) argues that Afrofuturism exists in many places in American culture -in the paintings of Jean-Michel Basquiat, in the John Sayles's film The Brother from Another Planet, in Jimi Hendrix's Electric Ladyland, in George Clinton's, Computer Games, and in many other 'unlikely places, constellated from far-flung points'. Indeed, as Anderson (2016:232) commodities as consumers but lack the power to produce commodity, nor can they derive any wealth gained from the distribution of the commodity. it is necessary to provide a framework of critical political economy.
Theoretical approach
The overarching theory of political economy, in the classical tradition of Adam Smith and David Ricardo, is at its core the study of household management in the sense that it is the theory and practice of economic affairs. Political economy is essentially the study of the 'social relations and power relations, that mutually constitute the production, distribution and consumption of resources' (Mosco 199 6:25) . When used to study social and power relations in the communications, culture and media industries, Disney becomes a mode of cultural production and consumption (Garnham 1979) .
In her pivotal study of the Hollywood film industry, Wasko (2003) uses a political economy approach to provide a critical overview of the complex and convoluted production, distribution and exhibition of sectors of the US film industry by analysing how the industry expands, promotes, and protects its businesses. Wasko concludes, in part, that Hollywood has become more commercial through product placement, the creation of new commodities and merchandise, and major Hollywood film companies like Disney, which has come to dominate domestic and local markets with its films and related products. Wasko argues that analysing film as both a cultural artefact and a commodity allows us to identify contradictions in the communication industries as sites of power, thereby highlighting spaces to create 'strategies for intervention, resistance and change' (Wasko 2003:9) .
In the context of this essay, therefore, the film Black Panther is a cultural artefact, and a cultural commodity, produced and distributed within an industrial capitalist system (Meehan 1986 ). The act of commodification is the transformation of a product whose value is determined by its ability to meet individual and societal needs, its use value, into a product whose value is determined by what it can sell for in a marketplace, its exchange value (Kunz 2007 in the 1960s and 1970s were largely influenced by the blaxploitation films of the time (Brown 2013) . For the most part, these superheroes were background characters and minor superheroes whose names served as a reminder that they were Black in the overwhelmingly white comic universe (Duffy & Jennings 2010 roles in the narratives and images of comic strips and then comic books. For example, Torchy Brown, the character created by Jackie Ormes, was an attractive, intelligent self-motivated young black woman who 'challenged racial stereotypes and provided social commentary on a variety of issues' (Howard 2013:16) . Many of the Black comics were social commentaries on the racial, political, and class inequities of the time.
Comics were for many of its readers their first encounters with 'social justice pedagogy in action' (Howard & Jackson 2013:2) . with the Black Panther Party (Kelly 2017) . The Black Panther Party for Self-Defense (BPP), founded by Huey Newton and Bobby Seale in 1966, was the grassroots Black liberation organisation that advocated for revolutionary socialism in its quest for social justice and economic equality (Joseph 2016) . If viewed through the lens of the emancipatory aspirations of Afrofuturism, the Black Panther Party is the force that challenged the rampant racism and exploitative economic system -much like the comic book (and motion picture) Black Panther from Wakanda. The superheroes in comic books created by Black writers and artists reflected these creators' efforts to reclaim Afro-histories and to challenge prevailing social injustices -counter hegemonic narratives that would not make it all the way onto a blockbuster Hollywood motion picture screen.
In the pages of the mainstream comics during this time, the gaze of the primarily white creators of Black superheroes provides an insight into how Black characters were placed in a largely white universe, framed in accordance with its trope of 'the other'.
In When they first appeared in the 1970s, superhero films mirrored the comic book depictions, reflecting a 'privileged whiteness' that 'presented racial difference largely in terms of an exotic, sometimes villainous, and less sophisticated Other' (Bernadi & Green 2017:190) . The lack of racial diversity in mainstream American cultural productions ISSN 2617-3255 that is no longer as prevalent in comic books remains in superhero movies. In the 1970s, African American actors were featured in lead roles in independent films such as
Super Fly, The Human Tornado, Abar, First Black Superman, Pootie Tang, and Black
Dynamite, but these did not gain much attraction. By the late 1990s, several major studio-produced films received mixed reviews and popularity. These films included Spawn in 1997 , Steel in 1997 , Blade in 1998 , Cat Woman in 2004 , Hancock in 2008 and Chronicle in 2012 (Kelly 2017) .
The hiring of Ryan Coogler as Black Panther's director and scriptwriter, along with co-scriptwriter Joe Robert Cole, marks the first significant shift of the filmic gaze of Afrofuturism, from white to African American. This shift represents the potential for the re-appropriating science fiction and Afrofuturistic stories, and simultaneously a beginning of reclaiming control of historical narratives from which African Americans have been erased. Ultimately, however, potential is impeded by the structural dominance of the economic entities that own and control the means of producing these alternative narratives, like the transnational conglomerate The Walt Disney Company.
Ownership and commodity: The Walt Disney Company and Marvel Studios
The global market for Black superheroes turned out to be very profitable decision for Disney, with Black Panther and the anticipated spinoffs. According to Anderson (2018) , 'The film unexpectedly tapped into a global Black reservoir of desire and agency that is long standing and built and autonomously maintained in the cultural software of Africa and its diaspora'. This suggests that Disney expected a successful film but may not have anticipated the extent of its success, much less the awakening of a simmering and nascent Black consciousness prompted by the Afrofuturist narratives and imagery of Black Panther. Feige is well aware of the financial success of having female leads and people of colour leads. These leads are extremely marketable commodities for Disney.
Distribution and exhibition
In Hollywood, once a film is produced it has to be distributed, usually by a centralised group of dominant distribution companies, which draw much of their power from film Afrofuturism … offers a mythology of the future present, an explanatory narrative that recovers the lost data of historical memory, confronts the dystopian reality of black life in America, demands a place for people of color among the monorails and the Hugh Ferris monoliths of our tomorrows, insists that our Visions of Things to Come live up to our pieties about racial equality and social justice. While the themes and representations of Afrofuturism in Black Panther fall short of an egalitarian political and economic utopia in which advanced technologies serve basic human needs, the many critiques, discussions, and arguments that have ensued in response to the film's representations offer tangible emancipatory possibilities. And so, in the paradoxical exchange of purchasing a movie ticket or a DVD to watch Black Panther lies the embryonic possibilities of the beginnings of a counternarrative in which the viewer considers the Afrofuturist alternatives that can challenge the oppressive status quo. Delaney (1984:35) captured the desire for an alternative future succinctly:
'We need images of tomorrow; and our people need them more than most. Without an image of tomorrow, one is trapped by blind history, economics and politics beyond our control'. The images of tomorrow we need should be images of life in a future that resemble the utopia of the Afrofuturism we see in Black Panther -a place of racial equality and equal justice for all, a place where Black lives do matter.
Notes
1. The first cartoon in an American newspaper appeared in Ben Franklin's Pennsylvania Gazette in 1754.
And the first comic strip, The Yellow Kid, appeared in American newspapers in 1895.
2. Back comic strips -created by Black artists and featuring Black characters -appeared in the four largest Black newspapers in the 1920s (Howard 2013 ).
